Donations to religious institutions provide some of the only evidence of the propertied but not necessarily aristocratic members of society. Before notarial records begin around 1250, testaments and small pious donations by a poorly defined group of minor landholders, householders and burgesses in and around Montpellier provide the only evidence of nascent middle class. This group appears to have echoed, but not duplicated, the eleemosynary activity of their social superiors. This is true of the great printed cartularies of nearby monastic institutions, but it is also true of smaller religious houses whose records survive only in the archives-and often, it seems, in this particular locale, that smaller institutions drew a disproportionate amount of their support from the less powerful strata of society. 10 These manuscripts also preserve evidence of transitions. Among several changes in testamentary practice around the year 1200, was the inclusion of dowries for poor girls among the testamentary gifts pro salute anime. One of the earliest examples of this kind of bequest, the testament of an importer of spices, survives only in manuscript.
11 Similarly, for those studying the shadowy emergent years of self-governing communes, the best records are not preserved in printed editions, but in the municipal archives. 
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Manuscript charters-especially those outside of cartulariesoften preserve additional details. Whereas many print versions of documents do not reveal whether or not a list of names is simply witnesses or actual signatories, there is usually no question, which is the case in an individual manuscript charter. An autograph of a woman making a gift of property to a religious house reveals something about lay literacy, and something about female literacy as well. A document ending with a list of names in a notarial hand with a simple cross by each name also reveals something about literacy-or the lack thereof Seals are another treat. For Languedoc, many have been reproduced as line drawings, but seeing and handling the actual artifact may reveal elements a nineteenthcentury artist overlooked.
There are certainties in terms of the charters themselves, which must remain a matter of trust when a printed edition provides the data. At the most basic level, it is possible to personally verify the language and contents, rather than rely on another's transcription. There are other bits and pieces of evidence that may prove important. For example, is it possible to establish whether or not the charter is the original or a contemporary copy, or a later transcription. Does the script appear to be appropriate to the date on the document? Does the date make sense? There is at least one impossibly dated charter in the Archives Municipales de Montpellier, which as a result has implied an erroneous terminus ante quem for at least one female religious foundation. Physically, the document looks perfectly plausible-which means it remains a minor mystery.20
The archives in Montpellier are extremely easy to use. The great inventories of the nineteenth and early 20 th century are available in at least a few domestic research libraries, as are volumes of the modern inventories of the same archives. 21 In the municipal archive, the older identifiers were in the process of being superseded by a new system-the transition was nearly complete ten years ago, and is 57 probably now a fait accompli.
In 1994, many of the newest inventories were not available as bound volumes, but dwelled on bookcases in the reading room of the archive of the Herault in loose -leaf binders.
The materials described in the inventories-for the period before 1250 in any case-were diverse. Cartularies, loose charters, transcriptions dating from anything from a few years after the original document was created to several hundred years later. There were papal bulls, donations, enfeoffments, sales, exchanges, contracts, testaments, oaths of fealty, marriage contracts, and less easily categorized charters as well. Some documents had seals, but most did not. As noted above, many of these manuscripts had been published in a printed edition at some time in the past. Some documents that would have been welcpme, but which did not seem to survive in these archives, were letters and other documentary detritus of private life.
One final benefit of traveling to the archives to explore the · documentary riches stored there is less intellectual. There are intangible acquisitions in addition to the reams of notes, stacks of disks, and photocopies to digest at leisure. Visiting the onetime home of the population of a study allows a researcher to experience the slant and the color of the light, the color and texture of the stone, and enjoy the scent of sun-warmed plants. Walks through a city reveal distances in human terms. None of this information may end up in a formal study, but it enhances understanding.
For the area in and around Montpellier from the period before 1250, the archives do not hold a numerical profusion of unpublished charters. In contrast to the several thousand charters available in print, only hundreds survive in manuscript alone. The importance of these texts lies not in their abundance, but in the documentary lacunae they fill-the charters of small religious institutions, the wills of burgesses, and texts recording communal 58 development-and the details they provide. However, because religious houses serving women were small, and because the urban environment of the young commune did offer different opportunities than the countryside, even the relatively small number of charters surviving in manuscript alone adds tremendous texture to the study of women and their place in medieval Occitan society. The omission of these materials would mean settling for a more fragmentary understanding of a distant reality already difficult to decode.
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